Codeine 


by Joe Harrington 


This Codeine is no bitter pill to swallow. 
Signed this year to the already-legendary 
Sub Pop label in Seattle, the band bears lit- 
tle resemblance to grunge-rock labelmates 
Mudhoney, Dwarves, Tad et al. In fact, 
they take pride in their differences. As gui- 
tarist John Engle remarks, “We wanted to 
push the slowcore scene. So far we're the 
only ones.” 

Symptomatic of their name, Codeine’s 
music is almost lethargic in nature, wob- 
bling in waxy quavers and slow motion 
waves of sound. Like the other Sub Pop- 
pers, dissonance is often a factor, but 
Codeine do so with a subtle undertow 
that has led some to term their music 
“narcoleptic.” 

“We're always looking for ways to 
achieve simplicity that involves more inter- 
play,” says Engle, who comprises a third of 
the band’s nucleus, along with bassist 
Steven Immerwahr and drummer Chris 
Brokaw. All are stalwarts of the indie/ 
experimental scene and are constantly 
searching for ways to redefine their means 
of expression. Besides Codeine, the various 


members are involved in an number of 
side-projects, from drummer Brokaw’s 
membership in the band Come to Engle’s 
part-time participation in Puppy Pile, 
which he describes as “the antithesis of 
Codeine: it’s about instant gratification!” 
Immerwahr remarks that the group 
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enjoys participating in the so-called 
“underground” scene because “the idea is 
to be kind of personal. Part of what makes 
independent music more fun to listen to is 
that it’s removed from the ‘cultural produc- 
tion’ of the major labels.” 

The album, Frigid Stars LP , has been 
receiving a big underground radio push, 
based on its unique ambience and texture, 
part of which is attributable to the fact it 
was recorded on 8-track at producer Mike 
McMakin’s house in Brooklyn. The band 
insists the title Frigid Stars LP is not a refer- 
ence to themselves (hence the “LP” in the 
title), being neither frigid nor pretentious 
enough to call themselves “stars” at this 
early point. “It refers more or less,” says 
Engle, “to the coldness of the heavens.” 

When asked about influences, the band 
is calculatingly vague. They cringe at the 
mention of Violent Femmes (whose 
singer Gordon Gano I thought Immer- 
wahr’s twangy talk-speak resembled) 
and claim to have never heard Galaxie 
500. They also seemingly participate in 
the current Velvets backlash, although, 
the influence is undeniable. One band 
guitarist Engle does credit, however, is 
the Dream Syndicate, claiming to be an 
obsessive fan of the Days of Wine and 
Roses album (who wouldn't be?). 

Has the band been accused of repetition 
or constantly mining the same 
territory? “Only by Bruce Pavitt 
(head honcho at Sub Pop),” says 
Steven. “He said ‘it’s all the same 
song, but it’s a great song.” Has 
the slowness got anybody 
down? “Well, at every gig we get 
people calling us ‘Quaalude,’ as 
if no one’s ever thought of it.” 
Speaking of drugs, it should be 
noted that, by and large, the 
band are happy teetotalers 
despite their name and the 
dopey haze of their music. 

Which reminds me of the time 
recently when my mother, a 
teacher but not a doctor, offered 
a fey little friend of the family 
named Bo Grumpus a homemade narco- 
remedy for his aching teeth. “Oh, I damn 
don’t want to get started on that stuff,” 
said Grumpus. “I might get hooked.” 
Which is basically a good way to describe 
Codeine’s subtle subversion. 
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Primus 


by Paul Semel 


Singer and bassist Les Claypool is a bit 
scared. After bashing it out on the San 
Francisco club scene for seven years, 
Claypool and his band, Primus, 


are finally getting some nation- 

al attention. Their third 

album, Sailing the Seas of 

Cheese (Interscope), is selling 

well, and the first single, “Jerry 

Was A Race Car Driver,” is getting 
played on both college and mainstream 
radio. But this makes Claypool a little ner- 
vous; when told that their video for “Jerry” 
was about to be shown on MTV, Claypool 
groaned, “Oh, no.” 

Primus isn’t a band for everyone, if any- 
one. Like beer, Monty Python and liver, it is 
an acquired taste. Their music, which Clay- 
pool calls “Psychedelic Polka,” is amazing 
some while confusing others and confus- 
ing the band why anyone is amazed. A 
bizarre mix of Claypool’s distinctive slap- 
ping bass sound, the Bill Bruford/King 
Crimson influenced drumming of Tim 
“Herb” Alexander, and the Joe Satriani 
taught—but not sounding—guitar of Larry 
LaLonde, the music of Primus has 
impressed quite a few including many 
musicians. 

But it’s Claypool’s unusual voice, which 
shows a strong Tom Waits influence, and 
his cartoonish lyrics that tend to appeal to 
some people, while others just don’t get it. 
Admits Claypool, “I'm just a big fan of ani- 
mation in general.” 

Claypool formed Primus years ago, but it 
wasn't until January of 1989 that he linked 
up with LaLonde and Herb. A month later, 
they recorded two of their shows at the 
Berkeley Square for what would be 
released as their debut album, Suck on This, 
released on the band’s own Prawnsong 
label. The album went on to win a Bammie 
(Bay Area Music Award) for “outstanding 
independent album.” 

Their second album, Frizzle Fry, was 
released by Caroline Records who also re- 
released Suck on This. The band found 
themselves opening for Jane’s Addiction 
and 24-7 Spyz, as well as winning another 
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“best 
inde- 
pendent 
album 
award, and 
winding up on 
Spin magazine's 
“albums of the year” 
list. Unable to ignore 
them, major labels began 
paying attention, and the band signed with 
the Atlantic Records offshoot, Interscope. 
“Primus has been around a long time,” 
Claypool explains, “and it’s always been a 
very step-by-step thing. Nothing really 
happens overnight. We just built a small 
foundation and tried spiraling out...” 
Recorded in January of this year, Sailing 
the Seas of Cheese is the new album, pro- 
duced by the band themselves. Already, it 
has garnered a lot of attention, largely due 
to the buzz that this band has created for 
themselves over the last few years. They 
were part of the short-lived Gathering of 
the Tribes tour, and they are featured in the 
movie, “Bill and Ted’s Bogus Journey.” 
Since the middle of July, Primus has been 
on a theater tour with the Seattle grunge 
band Tad. “They're a great band, and 
they're cool guys,” Claypool says. “To me, 
that’s the most important thing, having 
fun. It may seem glamourous (laughs), but 
touring can be kind of cruel sometimes.” 
The world of rock music can also be 
cruel, but for now the music of Primus is 
being welcomed with open arms. And 
while not everyone—including the guys in 
Primus—understand why, it’s hardly 
frightening. 
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